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Finessing Positions 
Finesses are a cornerstone of the game.  You’ll encounter finessing positions when declaring and when defending on virtually every hand 

that you play.  Wikipedia defines finesse as “a card play technique which will enable a player to win an additional trick or tricks should there 

be a favorable position of one or more cards in the hands of the opponents.”   

 

For instance, we lead small towards an AQ.  If the K appears, we play the A; otherwise, we play the Q.  In either case, if the K is in position 

(under the AQ), we get 2 tricks; otherwise, we get only 1.  Note that it’s not relevant whether the finessed opponent chooses to play the K 

or not, only whether  that opponent happens to hold the K.   

 

There are a number of useful terms with finesses:  

• A hook is another term for a finesse. 

• A tenace is a finessable position, the AQ in the example above. 

• The finessed card might be in position, or under the tenace, or onside or finessable, or in the slot. 

• The finesse might be working or might be on.   

• A contract might be making on a finesse meaning that it will make if the finessed card happens to be in position. 

 

There are a number of finessing positions: Basic, Double, 2-way, Backwards, Ruffing.  Here are a few examples of each: 

 

Basic Finesse 

 

Double Finesse (missing 2 cards) 

AQ 

32 

Lead the 2 towards the Q. 50% to win 2 tricks 

AQJ 

432 

Lead the 2 towards the J.  Come back to hand to lead the 3 towards the Q.   50% to win 3 tricks 

AKJT 

5432 

Ideally (with transportation) start with the A, in case of stiff Q offside.  Then come to 

hand and lead low to the T.   

50% (slightly better) to win 4 

tricks 

AK32 

JT54 

Again start with the A.  Then take advantage of the transportation available to lead the J 

and low from the dummy.  This makes it easier to repeat the finesse. 

50% (slightly better) to win 4 

tricks 

AJ32 

Q654 

With only 3 honors, lead low towards the J. If it wins, play the A. Very likely to win at least 3 

tricks.  This is the only shot 

at 4 (Kx onside). 

KQ2 

43 

Lead low toward the K.  If it wins, come back to hand and lead low towards the Q. 50% to win 2 tricks 

K32 

4 

Lead low toward the K. 50% to win 1 trick 

KQT32 

A54 

Start with K, then low to the A.  If E shows out, low to the T. 5 tricks with any 3-2 split.  

This picks up J-4th onside. 

AQT 

32 

Lead the 2 towards the T.  If it loses to the J, come back to hand and lead the 3 towards 

the K. 

75% to win 2 tricks.  25% to 

win 3. 

AJT 

432 

Lead the 2 towards the T.  If it loses, come back to hand and lead the 3 towards the J. 75% to win 2 tricks. 

AQ32 

T987 

Lead the T and duck.  If it loses, come back to hand and lead the 9, ducking again. 75% to win 3 tricks.  25% to 

win 4. 
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Finessing Positions (Continued) 

 

Backwards Finesse 

 

Two-way Finesse (can finesse either opponent due to an extra honor) 

 

With 2-way finesses, in order of preference: 

• Get the opponents to lead the suit 

• Get a count (or partial count) on the opponents' hands and play the person with the most open spaces for the queen  

• Make a 50-50 guess 

 

Ruffing Finesse 

A32 

QJ54 

Low to the A.  Low towards the Q.  Note that it doesn’t gain to lead the Q. 50% to win 3 tricks 

A32 

Q54 

Low to the A.  Low towards the Q.  Note that it doesn’t gain to lead the Q. 50% to win 2 tricks 

AJ32 

KT54 

Play the A, then low towards the T; OR play the K, then low towards the J. Almost 50% to win 4 tricks. 

AJT2 

K543 

Play the A, then J, ducking; OR play the K, then low towards the T. Almost 50% to win 4 tricks. 

AQJT 

2 

Play the A, then the Q.  If E plays the K, ruff; otherwise pitch a loser.  When the K ap-

pears, go back to the dummy to pitch losers on the rest of the winners. 

50% to win 3 tricks (plus the 

ruff) 


